The purpose of this study was to examine the relation of several individual and contextual difference factors to the perceived educational barriers of rural youth. Data were from a broader national investigation of students' postsecondary aspirations and preparation in rural high schools across the United States. The sample involved more than 7,000 rural youth in 73 high schools across 34 states. Results indicated that some individual (e.g., African American race/ethnicity) and contextual (e.g., parent education) difference factors were predictive while others were not. Extensions to, similarities, and variations with previous research are discussed. Implications, limitations, and suggestions for future research are also discussed.
It is important to study perceived educational barriers as these can prevent youth from formulating or pursuing particular postsecondary aspirations (Lent, Brown, & Hackett, 1994) . Furthermore, identifying individual differences in perceived barriers is especially important among youth that may encounter difficulties in reaching their postsecondary goals (Brown & Lent, 1996; Lent et al., 1994; Luzzo & McWhirter, 2001) . One problem apparent in the literature examining perceived barriers and individual differences in these is that studies have largely not involved rural youth (Ali, McWhirter, & Chronister, 2005; Kenny et al., 2003; Lent et al., 2002; Luzzo & McWhirter, 2001; McWhirter et al., 2007) . This is noteworthy as over 50% of U.S. public school districts and 10 million students are rural (Johnson & Strange, 2007; Provasnik et al., 2007) . In addition, research suggests that rural youth experience challenges in reaching their postsecondary goals. Specifically, rural youth are increasingly aspiring to obtain a college degree (Meece et al., 2010) but they are less apt to complete college (Kusmin, 2007; Provasnik et al., 2007) . Accordingly, the current study was undertaken to identify which individual difference factors are related to the perceived educational barriers of an understudied population, rural youth. As there is also tremendous diversity across rural schools and communities in several contextual factors that are likely central to youth's perceived educational barriers (Coladarci, 2007; Johnson & Strange, 2007; Kannapel & DeYoung, 1999; Singh & Dika, 2003) , the relation of contextual difference factors to rural youth's perceived educational barriers was also examined. Toward these ends, this study involved a large and diverse sample of rural youth.
Theoretical Perspective of the Study
Social cognitive career theory (SCCT) (Lent et al., 1994; Lent et al., 2002) is perhaps the most prominent framework delineating the key factors and processes by which individuals develop and pursue postsecondary goals. Though in name SCCT may seem to focus on career development only, SCCT was intended to and continues to be applied to academic development (Lent et al.,1994; Lent, Sheu, Singley, Schmidt, Schmidt, & Gloster, 2008) . Specifically, SCCT integrated concepts from several models of academic and career behavior as these depicted similar processes. In addition, academic development is inherently related to career development.
SCCT postulates complex and bidirectional interrelations between cognitive (e.g., selfefficacy), behavioral, and contextual variables over time. SCCT posited and subsequent research examined perceived barriers in individuals' educational and vocational development (Lent, Brown, & Hackett, 2000) . According to Lent et al. (1994) , barriers are contextual determinants that affect educational and career development via their proximal role in crucial decisions (e.g., choosing whether going to or what studying in college). Nonetheless, barriers should not influence individuals' behavior unless they are viewed as such. Accordingly, studying perceived barriers is vital, particularly for those who may encounter difficulties reaching their goals. In fact, Lent et al. (1994) indicated that gender and ethnic/racial differences in career outcomes are likely due to differences in perceived barriers.
Previous Research on Perceived Educational Barriers
Previous research on perceived barriers has followed two distinct lines. The first line of research on perceived educational barriers has examined whether perceived educational barriers predict various outcomes and the underlying processes. For example, perceived educational barriers predict high school student's career aspirations, school engagement, and vocational/educational self-efficacy beyond other key variables in the SCCT (e.g., Ali, McWhirter, & Chronister, 2005; Kenny et al., 2003) . However, the findings from such studies are mixed (e.g., Lent et al., 2000; McWhirter et al., 1998; McWhirter, Torres, Salgado, & Valdez, 2007) . In terms of underlying processes, path analyses by McWhirter et al. (1998) suggested that several variables were related to the educational plans of Mexican American high school girls through their effect on perceived barriers. Some research along this line has recently begun to involve rural youth and results have likewise been mixed. For example, Ali and McWhirter (2006) showed that perceived educational barriers predicted the educational expectations of rural Appalachian youth in high poverty areas (see also Ali & Saunders, 2006) . Wettersten et al. (2005) found that perceived educational barriers were not predictive of academic outcome expectations among Midwestern rural youth. These results suggest that the role of perceived educational barriers may vary across rural youth and support the need to involve a diverse sample of such students.
The second line of research on perceived barriers has examined individual differences. Perceived barriers are central to postsecondary attainment as these can prevent youth from pursuing their aspirations and interests (Brown & Lent, 1996; Lent et al., 1994) . Therefore, identifying individual differences in perceived barriers is especially important for youth (e.g., women; ethnic/racial minorities) that may encounter difficulties in reaching their postsecondary goals (Lent et al., 1994; Luzzo & McWhirter, 2001) . Studies in this second line have primarily focused on gender and ethnic differences, with several finding that girls and ethnic/racial minorities perceive more barriers (e.g., Luzzo & McWhirter, 2001; McWhirter, 1997; McWhirter et al., 2007; Swanson, Daniels, & Tokar, 1996) , though results are not consistently apparent with respect to gender (e.g., Kenny et al., 2003; Luzzo & McWhirter, 2001; McWhirter, 1997) .
Importance of Rural Sample
Previous research on individual differences in perceived barriers has not involved a diverse sample of rural youth. That is, most studies examining perceived barriers have included White college students (Ali et al., 2005; Kenny et al., 2003; Lent et al., 2002; Luzzo & McWhirter, 2001; McWhirter et al., 2007) . In addition, several findings indicate that the poverty encountered by many rural youth substantially increases their risk for educational problems (Crosnoe, Mistry, & Elder, 2002; Farmer, Dadisman, et al., 2006; Johnson & Strange, 2007; Roscigno & Crowley, 2001 ). For example, youth attending low income rural schools are four times less likely to meet Adequate Yearly Progress than other rural youth (Farmer, Leung, et al., 2006) . Particular rural youth (i.e., impoverished) also have the highest dropout rates in the country. Urban youth have high rates, but impoverished rural students dropout at more than twice the national average . Finally, rural youth have lower educational aspirations and are less apt to complete college than their urban counterparts (e.g., Haller & Virkler, 1993; Kannapel & DeYoung, 1999; Kusmin, 2007; Provasnik et al., 2007; Rojewski, 1999) .
Several factors likely contribute to rural youth's lower aspirations (Ali & McWhirter, 2006) . The type of work that has historically provided most of the jobs in rural communities (e.g., service, labor, mining, and agriculture) typically requires little or less postsecondary education (Crockett, Shanahan, & Jackson-Newsom, 2000; Elder & Conger, 2000; Farmer, Dadisman, et al., 2006) . Many rural students, particularly rural youth from ethnic minority backgrounds, also face limited economic resources as poverty rates are higher in rural areas (Lichter & Johnson, 2007) , and several have found a negative relationship between low socioeconomic status and rural youth's educational aspirations (e.g., Haller & Virkler, 1993; Hansen & McIntire, 1989; Rojewski, 1999) .
In rural areas, geographic isolation can combine with social and cultural norms to also constrain youths' educational aspirations Farmer, Dadisman, et al., 2006; Hardré & Sullivan, 2008; Roscigno & Crowley, 2001) . Specifically, if rural youth in isolated areas want to pursue postsecondary education they often need to move because of fewer local educational opportunities. Strong preferences to stay near family and the supportive ties exemplifying many rural schools and communities can make moving stressful (Elder, King, & Conger, 1996; Hektner, 1995) . Thus, rural students may lower their educational aspirations and pursue more limited postsecondary opportunities nearby in order to maintain these connections and supports (Ali & Saunders, 2006; Hektner, 1995; Hardré & Sullivan, 2008; Rojewski, 1999) . In other words, having to move away and not wanting to leave friends or other supportive ties may be educational barriers for rural youth. Some rural communities are also less interested in goals and amenities that are considered more modern and rural communities may be protective against outside influences including education (Ali & Saunders, 2009; Howley, Harmon, & Leopold, 1996) .
The lack of institutional supports can additionally hinder rural youths' educational aspirations Farmer, Dadisman, et al., 2006; Hardré & Sullivan, 2008; Roscigno & Crowley, 2001) . Participation in school activities may improve students' educational aspirations and be especially important for youth that struggle to maintain a positive view of school (Finn, 1989; Mahoney, Larson, Eccles, & Lord 2005 ). Yet, many rural schools have difficulties providing school activities due to, for example, financial limitations, extended travel distances, and a lack of public transportation (Farmer, Dadisman, et al., 2006; Hardré, Crowson, Debacker, & White, 2007; Mahoney et al., 2005) . In addition, completing advanced coursework predicts college enrollment more than family and academic background (Lee & Ready, 2009; Schneider, Swanson, & Riegle-Crumb, 1998) . However, national reports indicate that rural youth have less access to advanced high school courses (Planty, Provasnik, & Daniel, 2007) , which stems from the challenges (e.g., geographic isolation, low salaries, and limited resources) rural schools have attracting and retaining teachers to teach advanced courses (Monk, 2007) . Several studies also indicate that rural youth are less likely to have access to guidance counselors and engage in postsecondary preparation activities, such as college campus visits and career exploration (Griffin, Hutchins, & Meece, in press ).
Individual and Contextual Differences
Despite the previously discussed generalities characterizing rural youth, there is also tremendous diversity across rural students, schools, and communities (Coladarci, 2007; Kannapel & DeYoung, 1999; Singh & Dika, 2003) . Perhaps this is most readily evident in terms of poverty. Poverty is more prevalent in rural areas, where it is long lasting and intergenerational (Lichter & Johnson, 2007; Provasnik et al., 2007) . In fact, the majority of persistently poor counties are rural (Lichter & Johnson, 2007) . Yet, there is also variance across geographic regions. Specifically, the Appalachia, Mississippi Delta, and southern Black Belt regions have the highest rates of childhood poverty across rural areas and the country as a whole (Johnson & Strange, 2007) . Moreover, the most consistent and severe poverty has been in the rural South (Lichter & Johnson, 2007; Tickamyer & Duncan, 1990) . Rural poverty is also differentially distributed across individuals of various ethnic/racial backgrounds within rural areas. Specifically, African American families have the highest rates and chronic patterns of poverty among rural families (Jolliffe, 2002; McLoyd, 1990) . In fact, the poverty rate among rural African American families is nearly twice that of rural White families. Furthermore, poverty is particularly high for African Americans in the rural Deep South (Brody, Dorsey, Forehand, & Armistead, 2002) .
These economic conditions produce staff shortages and other constraints. In turn, the programs and activities rural schools in high poverty areas may provide to prepare students for pursuing their postsecondary aspirations is often restricted (Ali & Saunders, 2006; Farmer, Dadisman, et al., 2006; Hardré et al., 2007) . This could include, for example, limited counseling services to identify, information sessions about, and opportunities to visit colleges. Such poverty and geographic isolation also manifest in a narrow curriculum and a shortage of teachers with advanced degrees (Haller & Virkler, 1993; Lowe, 2006; Monk, 2007) . Consistent with this, students in rural schools have the least opportunity to take AP courses (Planty, Provasnik, & Daniel, 2007) . These factors may lead some rural youth (e.g., in high poverty areas) to report more educational barriers. For example, these constraints could include receiving little information about postsecondary schools or inadequate academic preparation.
Purpose and Aims of the Study
The previously reviewed literature indicated that considering both individual and contextual difference factors in relation to rural youths' perceived educational barriers was warranted.
In addition, such research should include diverse rural students across distinct areas as their characteristics and contexts vary. Accordingly, the purpose of this study was to investigate the relation of several individual and contextual difference factors to perceived educational barriers among a diverse sample of rural high school students. Toward that end, three specific research aims guided this study.
The first aim was to describe the perceived educational barriers of rural youth. The second aim was to determine if the items assessing perceived educational barriers formed a single composite. As previous research has consistently found that various measures of perceived barriers comprise a single factor (e.g., McWhirter, Rasheed, & Crothers, 2000; McWhirter et al., 2007) , it was expected that the items included in this study would as well. The third aim was to investigate which individual and contextual difference factors uniquely related to perceived educational barriers. As research to date has not considered several of the variables we examined, it was again difficult to outline concrete expectations. In addition, some studies have shown that girls (e.g., McWhirter et al., 2007) and youth from ethnic/ racial minority backgrounds (e.g., Luzzo & McWhirter, 2001 ) report more barriers. Others have not found gender differences (e.g., Kenny et al., 2003; Luzzo & McWhirter, 2001) or differences related to parent education (McWhirter et al., 2007) . However, the study by Kenny et al. (2003) is the only research to consider individual difference factors among rural youth. Thus, drawing broadly on SCCT theory (Lent et al., 1994) we expected that several individual and contextual difference factors would be related to rural youths' perceived educational barriers.
Method
The current study is part of a broader national investigation to examine students' postsecondary aspirations and preparation in rural high schools across the United States. Youth in grades 9-12 were recruited from 70 schools. According to the urban-centric locale codes, 61% of these schools were in rural remote areas which were defined as a rural territory that was more than 25 miles from an urbanized area and more than 10 miles from an urban cluster (i.e., densely settled area with a population of 50,000 or more). Approximately 27% of schools were in rural distant areas which were defined as a rural territory that was more than 5 miles but less than or equal to 25 miles from an urbanized area (i.e., contains a population of 25,000 to 50,000) or more than 2.5 miles but less than or equal to 10 miles from an urban cluster. Finally, 11% of schools were towns which were defined as territories inside an urban cluster. In terms of geographic region, approximately 25% were in the Midwest, 40% in the South, 29% in the West, and 5% in the Northeast. In addition, 36 schools had 50% or more students who were eligible to receive free or reduced lunch and 15 schools had 50% or more students who were identified as ethnic minority. Table 1 provides additional data on the school sample for the current study.
As agreed upon by the university IRB, recruitment and consenting procedures followed participating districts local policies and administrative guidelines. In some districts, active consent procedures were used and parental consents forms were sent home with students. In these schools, students were allowed to participate only if they returned signed parental consents forms (unless they were legally emancipated). In other districts, passive consent procedures were used and consents forms were sent home to parents. If parents did not want their children to participate they were asked to return a signed form indicating this. All participating students also completed assent forms.
Participants
For the current study, the overall sample included 7,076 9 th to 12 th grade students. Participants included approximately 28% 9 th graders, 27% 10 th graders, 25% 11 th graders, and 20% 12 th graders, with approximately equal numbers of female (52%) and male (48%) participants. In terms of ethnicity, the largest ethnic and racial groups included Whites (66%), Hispanics or Latinos (11%), African Americans (7%), and Asian Americans (4%). Another 12% selected multiple ethnic categories. A majority of participants (63%) lived in their community for over 10 years. Participating students who indicated that they did not know how far in school they most wanted to go (i.e., educational aspiration) were excluded from analyses.
Data Collection Procedures
Following a protocol that has been used with middle and high school students for nearly two decades, data were collected in a group administration format. Consented participants were gathered in the cafeteria and assigned alternating seats such that no student was directly beside or across from another student. They were informed about confidentiality, that they were not required to participate, and that they could withdraw from the study at any time. The instructions for completing surveys and individual items were read aloud by a trained administrator. Additional research staff provided mobile monitoring to assist students. Small group or individual assessments were conducted with students whom teachers identified as having reading or writing difficulties that required these alternatives. Participants received a special pencil.
Measures
Specific measures are briefly described next. Participating students' completed a self-report measure assessing their perceptions of several educational barriers. Data on several individual difference factors in the form of student gender and background were also obtained. Measures of participating students' family background were collected to assess relevant contextual differences related to the family. Several key characteristics of participating students' school and community were gathered from various national databases and included as additional measures of contextual difference variables.
Perceived educational barriers-Participating students were asked whether they were planning to continue his/her education beyond high school. Response options included "No," "Yes," and "Not Sure." If the respondent answered "Yes" or "Not Sure", he/she was asked how difficult (1 = "not at all" to 7 = "very much") each of several barriers may make it for him/her to complete his/her education (see items in Table 2 ). The number of items in our measure was substantially fewer than that in other studies of and scales assessing perceived barriers. In addition, others capture multiple dimensions (i.e., likelihood, magnitude, and difficulty) for the same items (McWhirter et al., 2000 (McWhirter et al., , 2007 . However, these different dimensions are highly related with correlations ranging from .66 to .91 (McWhirter et al., 2000 (McWhirter et al., , 2007 . We only asked participating students' to rate how difficult various barriers may make it to complete their education. An exploratory factor analysis (EFA) demonstrated that these items formed a single composite and Cronbach's alpha indicated that internal consistency was .86. More details regarding the scale's properties are provided in the results section.
Using fewer items and a single dimension was necessary as the larger project, from which the data in the current study were collected, contained numerous measures. This was because the purpose of the overall project was to comprehensively describe and examine numerous variables related to the postsecondary aspirations, plans, and preparation of rural youth. Thus, the student-report measure was quite extensive and broad in content, but individual constructs were measured with less depth. This was necessary so that information on the wide array of variables needed to meet the purpose of the overall project could be captured while also keeping the length of surveys reasonable. A similar approach has been utilized by other large-scale studies of this nature (e.g., NELS:88-00, ELS:2002) that are also designed to comprehensively examine numerous relevant constructs among national samples. Therefore, a limitation of the current study that should be noted when considering the results and implications is that perceived educational barriers were not measured with as much depth and thoroughness as studies with a narrower focus and smaller samples.
The perceived educational barriers items were, in part, selected by conducting a comprehensive review of literature regarding the educational attainment of rural youth. This allowed us to identify key issues and themes that may be barriers for rural youth. Items in previously published scales (e.g., McWhirter et al., 2000 McWhirter et al., , 2007 and some educational barriers items that had been used by research staff in a previous project with rural youth were examined. An initial set of items was then selected. Because these barriers items and several other scales used in the project were adapted from original sources, the complete survey underwent an in-depth review. First, all items on the survey were reviewed by a panel of national experts. This panel included individuals with expertise in rural education and youth, adolescent motivation and development, school context and transitions, and preparation for and the transition to early adulthood. Second, an additional review process was conducted by senior research scientists at the U.S. Department of Education's Institute of Education Sciences. Finally, the survey was pilot tested in a number of rural high schools before it was used in the study schools. As part of the pilot testing, a group discussion regarding the appropriateness, comprehensiveness, and clarity of all items was undertaken with participating students immediately after they completed the survey. The information gathered from each of these steps in the review process was then used to determine the final set of items.
Student gender and background-Participating students completed several items capturing the following information: grade in at time of data collection, gender, ethnic/racial background, and whether English was native language. The grade level students' were in at the time of data collection was obtained from an item asking students' "What grade are you currently in?" Response options included "9 th ," "10 th ," "11 th ," or "12 th ." A self-report item asked participants to indicate whether they were female or male. A dummy variable was created to indicate each students' gender (1 = female, 0 = male). Students were asked to select one or more of the following to best describe their racial or ethnic background: "White," "Black/African American," "Hispanic or Latino/Latina," "Asian," "American Indian or Alaska Native," "Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander," or "Other." Dummy variables were created to indicate whether participating students' racial/ethnic background was African American or Hispanic/Latina(o) (White was the reference category). As few rural youth marked the remaining options, another dummy variable denoting the participating student was from some other racial/ethnic background was also created.
Family context-Two measures of the family context were collected and included parent education and family economic hardship. Participating students indicated the highest level of education their mother/female guardian and father/male guardian had received (1 = "did not finish high school" to 7 = "completed a Ph.D., M.D., or other advanced professional degree"). Family economic hardship was assessed using 3-items adapted from multiple sources (i.e., Conger, Conger, Matthews, & Elder, 1999; Elder, Eccles, Ardelt, & Lord, 1995; Wadsworth & Compas, 2002) . This measured asked how often (1 = "never" to 5 = "all the time") their family had "difficulties paying bills," "buying important items," and "buying things the family wants or needs." These items were similar to measures of financial hardship in anti-poverty intervention research (Huston et al., 2001 ) and studies of rural families (e.g., Conger et al., 1999; Elder et al., 1995) . Items were coded such that a higher score indicated more family economic hardship. An exploratory factor analysis indicated these items formed a single composite accounting for 81% of the variance. A confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) yielded a RMSEA of .50, indicating that the model was not a good fit of the predicted structures for the data. However, the NFI and CFI were both acceptable with values of 1.00 each. Cronbach's alpha demonstrated that internal consistency reliability was .88. Standardized item loadings ranged from .81 to .91.
School and community context-Small
Rural School Achievement (SRSA) and Rural Low Income School (RLIS) designations were identified from online eligibility files of districts qualifying for the federal government's Rural Education Achievement Program (REAP). These designations were used in the current study to identify small rural schools (i.e., SRSA) as well as low income rural schools (i.e., RLIS). SRSA districts have fewer than 600 students, a county with fewer than 10 people per square mile, and are a metrocentric locale code 7 (i.e., rural outside a Metropolitan Core Based Statistical Area which is any place or territory not within a metropolitan or micropolitan area and defined as rural by the Census Bureau) or a locale code 8 (i.e., rural inside a Metropolitan Core Based Statistical Area which is any place or territory within a metropolitan area and defined as rural by the Census Bureau). RLIS districts have at least 20% of students from families with incomes below the Federal poverty line and each school is in a local code 6 (i.e., small town which is an incorporated place with a population less than 25,000 but greater than or equal to 2,500 and located outside or inside a metropolitan or micropolitan area), locale code 7, or locale code 8. Dummy variables were created to indicate whether a school was eligible for the RLIS or SRSA program. Information on additional characteristics of participating students' school was obtained from the NCES Common Core of Data and this included characteristics of the student body including the percent of students eligible for free lunch and from a minority background. These data were highly skewed. Therefore, dummy variables were constructed to capture if more than 50% of students received free lunch or were from a minority background. Finally, the schools were identified as being from one of the following four geographic regions recognized by the U.S. Census Bureau: South, West, Northeast, and Midwest. Dummy variables were created to represent the first three with Midwest region serving as the reference category.
Analysis Plans
Descriptive statistics were obtained to address the first aim guiding the study. Exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was used for the second aim. Following McWhirter et al. (2007) , the EFA involved a principal components analysis with varimax rotation. Multiple regression analysis was used to address the third aim. As participating students were nested in rural schools across the U.S., preliminary analyses involving a fully unconditional hierarchical linear model (HLM) were undertaken (Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002) . The intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC) indicated that less than 1% of the variance in educational barriers was between schools (i.e., ICC less than .01). Thus, the use of HLM was not warranted as there was a negligible amount of variance between schools (Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002) . Hierarchical multiple regression analysis was then undertaken to determine which individual and contextual difference variables uniquely predicted perceived educational barriers. Hierarchical multiple regression analysis is a form of multiple regression analysis that involves the entry of predictors in a pre-specified order (Cohen & Cohen, 1983; Cohen, Cohen, West, & Aiken, 2003) . The order of entry is determined by researchers and reflects some hierarchy. Variables may be entered one at a time or as a set of variables in steps. The main advantage of hierarchical multiple regression analysis is the partitioning of unique variance in the dependent variable accounted for by the variables added in each step (i.e., ΔR 2 ) (for more details see Cohen & Cohen, 1983; Cohen et al., 2003) . If model statistics indicate that a step accounts for some additional unique variance (i.e., significant FΔ), then results suggest that including that step and corresponding variables provide more predictive power. In the current study, the individual difference variables of student gender and background were entered in Step 1. The grade participating students were in at the time of data collection was also included in Step 1. The contextual difference variables (i.e., family context measures and characteristics of the school and community context) were entered in
Step 2. The individual difference variables were entered in Step 1 as these capture more proximal factors that may affect perceived educational barriers and were followed by the contextual difference variables in Step 2 as these measures more distal factors.
Results
The following sections summarize the results for each of the research aims. Each section corresponds with the research aims guiding this study.
Descriptive Analyses
The first aim was to initially describe the perceived educational barriers of rural youth. The results are summarized in Table 2 . To describe participants' responses, we obtained the percentage of students that marked the two highest points on the scale assessing how difficult each barrier would make it complete their education (1 = "not at all difficult" to 6 = "very much"). Getting married was the barrier that rural youth most often indicated would make it difficult to complete their education beyond high school. The next most difficult perceived educational barrier for rural youth involved the need to help or support their family. Finally, not wanting to leave their friends was third most difficult barrier. Overall, results suggest that a majority of rural youth did not perceive that any one educational barrier would make it difficult to complete their education. That is, those indicating that each perceived educational barrier was difficult ranged from 20.5% to 28.7%.
Exploratory Factor Analyses
The second aim was to determine if the perceived educational barriers items formed a single composite. The results from the principal components EFA with varimax rotation are summarized in Table 3 . The items loaded on one component only. Factor loadings were high and ranged from .59 to .77. The single composite accounted for approximately 48% of the variance in the items. Cronbach's alpha indicated that internal consistency was .86.
Multiple Regression Analyses
The third aim was to investigate which individual and contextual difference factors uniquely related to and predicted rural youths' perceived educational barriers. The correlation matrix and descriptive statistics are presented in Table 4 . The results from the hierarchical regression analysis are summarized in Table 5 . As the results from the EFA demonstrated that the perceived educational barriers formed a single dimension, the dependent variable in this analysis was created by summing participating students' responses across these items. The variables entered in Step 1 accounted for 2.5% (R 2 = .025 and adjusted R 2 = .024) of the variance in educational barriers, FΔ(10, 4432) = 42.70, p < .001. Specifically, results indicated that the grade participants were in was predictive such that as rural youth get older they perceived fewer educational barriers. Female gender was not related. However, rural youth from an African American and Hispanic/Latino(a) background perceived more barriers. Likewise, rural youth whose native language was not English perceived more barriers. The variables entered in Step 2 accounted for 2.9% (R 2 = .053 and adjusted R 2 = . 051) of additional variance, FΔ(10, 4422) = 42.70, p < .001. With the addition of these contextual difference variables, only African American and Hispanic/Latino(a) background continued to predict perceived educational barriers. Mother's and father's education were both predictive such that lower levels of parental education related to more perceived barriers and vice versa. Family economic hardship was also predictive, with higher levels of hardship relating to more educational barriers. The other contextual difference variables were not predictive.
Discussion
This study is, to our knowledge, the first to examine barriers to postsecondary education in a diverse sample of students that are less likely to complete college, rural high school youth. Unlike previous research which has found gender differences in the perceived barriers of non-rural youth (e.g., McWhirter, 1997; McWhirter et al., 2007; Swanson et al., 1996) , results in the current study largely did not find that gender predicted perceived educational barriers among rural youth. However, some studies have also not found gender differences (e.g., Luzzo & McWhirter, 2001 ) including the only other such study with a sample of rural youth (Kenny et al., 2003) .
Results were consistent with previous research indicating that there are ethnic/racial differences in perceived barriers among non-rural youth (e.g., Luzzo & McWhirter, 2001; McWhirter, 1997; McWhirter et al., 2007; Swanson et al., 1996) . Our findings extend these studies by demonstrating that rural youth from African American and Hispanic/Latino(a) backgrounds likewise perceive more educational barriers. The grade participating students were in at the time of data collection was also strongly predictive. This is important as it suggests that efforts to mitigate such barriers may need to be provided for rural youth during the early years of their high school career. Some caution is warranted though as this may in part be an artifact as struggling rural youth may no longer be in school by their junior or senior year. That is, rural youth with academic or other difficulties may have dropped out by that time.
Though rural schools and communities are diverse, there was not any variation in educational barriers across schools or differences related to the characteristics of participants' school or community (e.g., SRSA, RLIS, geographic region). However, the family context of rural youth was predictive. Specifically, we demonstrated that parent education was related to differences in perceived educational barriers. This was different from the findings of McWhirter et al. (2007) who found no differences stemming from parent education. In addition, our results indicated that family economic hardship was associated with perceived educational barriers. Furthermore, this contextual difference factor was one of the variables that most strongly predicted barriers for rural youth.
Limitations
Though this study is significant in the examination of barriers to postsecondary education among a diverse sample of rural students, there are limitations. Perhaps most important is that definitive causal conclusions are inappropriate given the correlational and crosssectional design of this study. In other words, the direction of and causal effects cannot be determined especially as data were collected at only one point in time. In addition, it is likely that the individual and contextual difference factors examined do not cause perceived barriers. Rather, there are other variables which may mediate the relation of such factors to educational barriers. Clarifying this underlying process would be helpful.
There are other limitations that stem from measurement issues. For one, we did not examine the complimentary constructs of supports (Lent et al., 2000) . In fact, some have indicated that supports may be more important than barriers (Brown & Ryan Krane, 2000; Brown et al., 2003) . As noted earlier, perceived educational barriers was also measured with less depth. This was necessary as the large-scale project that provided the data for the current study was designed to comprehensively examine many constructs relevant to participants' aspirations and preparation for early adulthood among a national sample of rural youth.
Consequently, the more narrow assessment of perceived educational barriers in our project should be considered when interpreting the results of and deriving implications from this study. In particular, it is important to acknowledge that rural youth likely perceive other educational barriers we did not include. However, given the design of the larger project our purpose in measuring perceived educational barriers was not to capture information on or to provide insight into every possible barrier. Rather, we sought to obtain a sampling of perceived educational barriers so that we could identify the factors that predict and implications of different levels in these barriers. Consideration of other barriers may be especially important among practitioners so that they may more effectively identify and address students' perceived educational barriers.
Finally, it is also worth noting that the overall variance explained by the individual and contextual difference variables included in this study was small. Furthermore, the large sample size was likely a factor to at least some degree in detecting the relations that were found. As the amount of variance explained was small, the relation of these individual and contextual difference variables may not be practically meaningful. Nonetheless, these results also have important implications in other respects.
Implications
On the one hand, several variables were associated with educational barriers that may be important for intervention efforts and policy. Specifically, these results suggest that efforts to help rural youth overcome barriers or pursue their postsecondary educational goals may benefit from taking a more targeted approach. That is, our results indicate that particular rural youth may need additional efforts (e.g., counseling) in order to appropriately address the educational barriers they may encounter. Specifically, the results of this study suggest that counseling services may need to focus on rural youth from African American or Hispanic/Latino(a) backgrounds as well as rural youth from families with less educated parents and more economically distressed situations. In addition, results suggest that these services should begin earlier in high school.
Clearly, such efforts largely fall within the realm of guidance counselors. In particular, as rural youth enter high school counselors could assess students' educational aspirations and perceived educational barriers. The results for rural students from African American or Hispanic/Latino(a) backgrounds and low-wealth families should be closely reviewed in order to identify students that perceive educational barriers related to their aspirations. If barriers are apparent, then appropriate actions and supports to address those barriers should be developed, especially if they wish to continue their education beyond high school. If barriers are not apparent, then students could be re-assessed at regular intervals (e.g., annually) to monitor whether perceived educational barriers begin to increase. As previously mentioned, when practitioners conduct such assessments including a more comprehensive set of potential barriers may be needed.
If guidance counselors are not able to provide such services for various reasons (e.g., limited resources and time), then rural schools and communities might pool resources to develop programs that connect youth to college graduates within their or surrounding communities. This may also include, for example, career education and mentoring from college students. Indeed, students in rural and small schools are less apt to have access to full-time and certified counselors (U.S. Department of Education, 2003) . Furthermore, rural students from minority backgrounds often live in impoverished areas where these types of school resources and community programs that may help youth prepare for the postsecondary years are even more limited (Farmer, Dadisman, et al., 2006) . Collectively then, our results and these issues suggest that increasing access to counseling and other relevant services for rural students that are most likely encounter perceived educational barriers could be an important issue to consider.
On the other hand, our results indicating that the amount of variance in perceived educational barriers explained by individual and contextual difference variables was small and may not be very meaningful is also important. This suggests that there are other factors we did not examine that may account for the substantial amount of unexplained variance in perceived educational barriers. As rural students' background and family economic situation are largely factors counselors cannot affect, in our view these findings are promising. This is because perceived educational barriers may be related to more malleable factors such as self-efficacy. However, additional research is needed to identify other variables that may predict perceived educational barriers and whether there may be causal relations. Perhaps such work may provide targets that are more directly useful for intervention and prevention efforts.
Suggestions for Future Research
Other suggestions for future research are also evident. Future research should utilize longitudinal designs to clarify the process by which individual and contextual difference factors lead to perceived educational barriers. In turn, continuing to determine the degree to which educational barriers may be involved in rural youths' postsecondary attainment via longitudinal research is needed. As the relationship of perceived barriers to outcomes is not consistent or clearly established (Lent et al., 2000; McWhirter et al., 2007) , such work may prove quite informative. Examining whether these relations and processes differ for rural and urban or suburban youth could also provide important implications for intervention and policy. That is, such work may help determine if the common one-size-fits-all approach to such educational issues is appropriate. Using the findings in this study within intervention research that provided targeted supports for the rural youth that, according to our findings, perceive more educational barriers is needed as well. Finally, subsequent work with rural youth should also consider the supports that they have from the various sources others have begun to consider such as parent, teacher, sibling, and peer support (e.g., Ali et al., 2005; Wettersten et al., 2005) . Note. Proportion reflects percentage of participating students that marked the two highest points on the scale assessing how difficult each barrier would make it complete their education (1 = "not at all difficult" to 6 = "very much"). Note. Correlations statistically significant at p < .05 are in boldface.
Table 5
Hierarchical Regression Analysis Predicting Perceived Educational Barriers
Step 1
Step 2 
